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Epistolography as autobiography 
rEmarks on thE lEttEr-CollECtions 
of nikEphoros Choumnos
alEXanDEr riEhlE*
Except for early letters on papyrus found in Egypt, all surviving medieval greek 
letters survive solely as copies, in most cases as part of one or more collections. 
authors who composed letters with literary ambitions usually kept copies of them 
in order to use them as models for future letters, or to make them accessible to 
a broader public. letters were read, or rather performed, in gatherings of literati, 
the so-called theatra or syllogoi,1 and often published by the authors, their rela-
tives, disciples, or admirers. for a collection, selected letters were assembled and 
* This article is based on a paper that i gave at the aristotle university of Thessaloniki as
part of the colloquium Επιστολογραφία στην εποχή των Παλαιολόγων (march 2011). por-
tions of it have also been presented in lectures at the Central European university, buda-
pest (november 2010), the Westfälische Wilhelms-universität münster (December 2010)
and the Dumbarton oaks research library and Collection, Washington D.C. (february
2011). i would like to extend my warm thanks to Christian flow who carefully read the
article, amending grammatical and lexical mistakes and pointing out instances of (un-
intentional) ἀσάφεια. sarah insley provided further helpful comments and corrections. 
michael grünbart and stratis papaioannou kindly sent me copies of their forthcoming
papers.
1 on the theatra see m. mullett, aristocracy and patronage in the literary Circles of 
Comnenian Constantinople, in: m. angold (ed.), The byzantine aristocracy iX to Xiii 
Centuries (BAR International Series, 221). oxford 1984, 173-201, on 174-180; i. p. med-
vedev, The so-called Θέατρα as a form of Communication of the byzantine intellectuals 
in the 14th and 15th Centuries, in: n. g. moschonas (ed.), Ἡ ἐπικοινωνία στὸ Βυζάντιο. 
Πρακτικὰ τοῦ Β´ Διεθνοῦς Συμποσίου, 4-6 Ὀκτωβρίου 1990. athens 1993, 227-235; i. 
toth, rhetorical Theatron in late byzantium: The Example of palaiologan imperial 
orations, in: m. grünbart (ed.), Theatron. rhetorische kultur in spätantike und mit-
telalter/rhetorical Culture in late antiquity and the middle ages (Millennium-Studien, 
13). berlin – new york 2007, 429-448; n. gaul, Thomas magistros und die spätbyzanti-
nische sophistik. studien zum humanismus urbaner Eliten in der frühen palaiologenzeit 
(Mainzer Veröffentlichungen zur Byzantinistik, 10). Wiesbaden 2011, 17-53. on the public 
recitation of letters see, for instance, m. grünbart, l’epistolografia, in: g. Cavallo (ed.), 
lo spazio letterario del medioevo. 3: le culture circostanti, vol. 1: la cultura bizantina. 
rome 2004, 345-378, on 356-358.
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arranged according to subject matter, addressee, chronology or literary aspects—
e.g., subgenres. in this process also the text of the letters could be revised.2
The revision of a letter usually involved de-concretization—i.e., removal of 
concrete information such as proper names—and stylistic variation, occasionally 
also resulting in significant changes to the content and message of the text. unfor-
tunately, in only a few instances do both the original copy of the author and the 
revised version survive. one exception is the case of Demetrios kydones, which 
demonstrates that a text could be changed to the point where the revision bore 
no resemblance to the original letter.3 furthermore, compilers frequently posi-
tioned originally unrelated pieces of correspondence side by side, while inserting 
‘fictional letters’,4 thus creating new connections and interrelations.
2 for the formation of letter-collections in byzantium see n. papatriantaphyllou-
theodoride, Γύρω από το θέμα της παράδοσης των βυζαντινών επιστολών, in: Μνήμη 
Σταμάτη Καρατζά. Ερευνητικά προβλήματα νεοελληνικής φιλολογίας και γλωσσολογίας. 
Thessaloniki 1990, 93-100; f. tinnefeld, Zur Entstehung von briefsammlungen in der 
palaiologenzeit, in: C. scholz – g. makris (eds.), ΠΟΛΥΠΛΕΥΡΟΣ ΝΟΥΣ. miscellanea 
für peter schreiner zu seinem 60. geburtstag (Byzantinisches Archiv, 19). munich – leip-
zig 2000, 365-381; m. grünbart, byzantinische briefflorilegien. kopieren und sammeln 
zur Zeit der makedonenkaiser, in: p. Van Deun – C. macé (eds.), Encyclopedic trends in 
byzantium? proceedings of the international conference held in leuven, 6-8 may 2009 
(Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta, 212). leuven 2012 (forthcoming); for Western collec-
tions primarily see also W. ysebaert, medieval letters and letter Collections as his-
torical sources: methodological Questions and reflections and research perspectives 
(6th-14th centuries). Studi medievali 50 (2009) 41-73, on 57-73 and id., letter Collections 
(latin West and byzantium), in: a. Classen (ed.), handbook of medieval studies. terms 
– methods – trends. berlin – new york 2010, vol. 3, 1898-1904.
3 see r.-J. loenertz, les recueils de lettres de Démétrius Cydonès (Studi e Testi, 131). 
Vatican City 1947, 17-18; p. hatlie, life and artistry in the ‘publication’ of Demetrios 
kydones᾿ letter Collection. GRBS 37 (1996) 75-102, on 83-87.
4 by ‘fictional letters’ we commonly mean texts that were designated as letters by the con-
temporaries but that were not integrated in what we today would regard as a typical letter 
setting—i.e., two or more ‘real’, contemporary persons communicating across a spatial 
gap through the medium of the written word (see, e.g., g. Constable, letters and letter-
collections (Typologie des sources du Moyen Âge occidental, 17). turnhout 1976, 12-14; 
m. l. stirewalt, Jr., studies in ancient greek Epistolography (SBL Resources for Biblical 
Study, 27). atlanta 1993, 1-3). Examples of such a fictional epistolary scenario provide 
the letters addressed by gregory of Cyprus and John Chortasmenos to the late antique 
rhetorician libanios (see h. hunger, Die hochsprachliche profane literatur der byzan-
tiner (Byzantinisches Handbuch: Handbuch der Altertumswissenschaft, 12.5). munich 1978, 
vol. 1, 205-206). The term, however, is problematic because ‘fictional letters’ often fulfilled 
the same communicative and practical functions as ‘real letters’ (for modern letters see 
h. belke, literarische gebrauchsformen (Grundstudium Literaturwissenschaft, 9). Düs-
seldorf 1973, 143 and 149-152). Conversely, ‘real letters’ incorporate elements of fiction 
when senders create personae of themselves and their addressees (see p. a. rosenmeyer, 
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revising the text of the letters and putting them into a new framework and 
context fundamentally changed their function—in other words, a new work of art 
emerged. This ‛re-functionalization’ of letters is one of the major challenges that 
medievalists face when dealing with epistolography.5 scholars today are usually 
interested in the original context of a letter. for instance, the correspondence of 
the so-called Anonymous Professor has drawn much attention mostly because of 
its ample references to the author’s activities as a teacher. byzantinists such as paul 
lemerle, paul speck, and athanasios markopoulos have examined these letters 
mainly as sources from which to learn about aspects of education and everyday 
school life in 10th c. Constantinople.6 other collections have been analyzed with 
an emphasis on their references to realia.7 however, the epistolary exchange in-
volved much more than the mere written words. The text was just one component 
of a complex ‛multimedia’ act of communication, one which usually included an 
oral message and gifts. The oral message delivered by the letter-bearer often con-
veyed information that was omitted in the text since it was considered inappro-
priate to deal with everyday, banal matters in a rhetorically elaborate text. oral 
message also ensured that confidential information did not fall into the wrong 
hands in case the letter was intercepted. further strands of communicative in-
teraction were to be found in the way that the letter was delivered and handed 
on to the addressee. and even the letter itself, as a physical object, could convey 
or contribute to a particular message.8
ancient Epistolary fictions: The letter in greek literature. Cambridge 2001, 3-5 and 
9-11).
5 see the articles by Walter ysebaert cited in n. 2.
6 p. lemerle, le premier humanisme byzantine. paris 1971, 246-257; p. speck, Die kaiser-
liche universität von konstantinopel: präzisierungen zur frage des höheren schulwesens 
in byzanz im 9. und 10. Jahrhundert (Byzantinisches Archiv, 14). munich 1974; a. marko-
poulos, Ἡ ὀργάνωση τοῦ σχολείου, in: Ἡ καθημερινὴ ζωὴ στὸ Βυζάντιο. athens 1989, 
329-331; id., anonymi professoris epistulae. berlin – new york 2000, 4*-10*.
7 see the meticulous analyses of apostolos karpozelos: realia in byzantine Epistolography 
X-Xii c. BZ 77 (1984) 20-37; books and bookmen in the 14th C.: The Epistolographical 
Evidence. JÖB 41 (1991) 255-276; realia in byzantine Epistolography Xiii-XV C. BZ 88 
(1995) 68-84.
8 see m. mullett, Writing in Early mediaeval byzantium, in: r. mckitterick (ed.), The 
uses of literacy in Early mediaeval Europe. Cambridge et al. 1990, 156-185, on 172 and 179-
185; grünbart, l’epistolografia (cited  n. 1), 358-360; ysebaert, medieval letters (cited n. 
2), 50; a. riehle, rhetorik, ritual und repräsentation. Zur briefliteratur gebildeter Eliten 
im spätbyzantinischen konstantinopel (1261-1328), in: k. beyer – m. grünbart (eds.), 
Urbanitas und asteiotes. kulturelle ausdrucksformen von status (10.-15. Jahrhundert). 
FMSt (forthcoming); for modern german letters see k. Ermert, briefsorten. tübingen 
1979, 107-118.
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for these reasons alone, establishing the ‛meaning’ of a byzantine letter, de-
prived of its non-textual constituents, would prove to be a difficult task. and the 
textual revision that letter collections tend to have undergone only further distorts 
the ability to glimpse original context. stratis papaioannou has recently dubbed 
epistolography as “fragile literature,” explaining that “letters…made the transition 
from their original moments of writing and reading to the pages of manuscripts 
with difficulty.”9 it is this fragility that is so challenging to scholars today.10
to give an example, most of the letters of nikephoros Choumnos (c. 1260-
1327) addressed to the emperor andronikos ii palaiologos were requests, usually 
for justice in a personal matter.11 in many instances, it is hard or even impossible 
to offer a concrete reconstruction and interpretation of the original context, as 
nikephoros leaves out proper names and does not make explicit reference to the 
background. These omissions are likely due to the fact that andronikos already 
knew about these details or had been informed by an oral message. The requests 
themselves apparently are not the reason why these letters were included in ni-
kephoros’ collections.12 by the time the collections were compiled, the reported 
cases had already become obsolete. Thus, there must have been another reason 
9 s. papaioannou, fragile literature: byzantine letter-Collections and the Case of michael 
psellos, in: p. odorico (ed.), la face cachée de la littérature byzantine. paris (forthcom-
ing).
10 for similar remarks on byzantine poetry see m. D. lauxtermann, byzantine poetry from 
pisides to geometres (WBS, 24/1). Vienna 2003, 31-33 and 57-62; for medieval latin let-
ters, mainly tackling the issue of preservation, see m. garrison, send more socks: on 
mentality and the preservation Context of Early medieval letters, in: m. mostert (ed.), 
new approaches to medieval Communication (Utrecht Studies in Medieval Communica-
tion, 1). turnhout 1999, 69-99.
11 on nikephoros’ life see J. Verpeaux, nicéphore Choumnos. homme d’État et humaniste 
byzantin (ca. 1250/1255-1327). paris 1959, 27-62; his controversy with Theodore meto-
chites is treated in detail by i. Ševčenko, Études sur la polémique entre Théodore méto-
chite et nicéphore Choumnos (Corpus Bruxellense Historiae Byzantinae – Subsidia, 3). 
brussels 1962; for a critical review of Verpeaux’s and Ševčenko’s accounts see a. riehle, 
funktionen der byzantinischen Epistolographie: studien zu den briefen und briefsam-
mlungen des nikephoros Chumnos (ca. 1260-1327). phD thesis. munich 2011, 7-40.
12 The term ‘letter-collection’ is commonly employed to denote two different things: first, 
the total of all surviving letters from one author, and second, a more or less coherent 
accumulation of certain letters in one manuscript. in order to avoid inconsistency and 
confusion, i suggest that the term ‘letter-collection’ be used exclusively for the latter case. 
Consequently, it is possible to speak of various ‘collections’ of one author (see, for in-
stance, m. mullett, Theophylact of ochrid. reading the letters of a byzantine arch-
bishop (Birmingham Byzantine and Ottoman Monographs, 2). birmingham 1997, 79-82). 
on the other hand, the complete epistolographic work of one author could be designated 
‘corpus of letters’ or alternatively ‘epistolary oeuvre’. see also the definition of the term 
‘letter-collection’ by ysebaert, medieval letters (cited n. 2), 42.
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why these letters, originally penned for pragmatic purposes, were preserved and 
assembled. in what follows, i will attempt to uncover that reason and draw con-
clusions for our understanding of byzantine epistolography.
Nikephoros Choumnos’ letter-collections: transmission, formation, arrangement
nikephoros’ surviving letters—a total of 17913—are contained in five manuscripts 
contemporary with or slightly later than the author.14 Codex Ambr. C 71 sup. (si-
glum a) is made of parchment. it contains texts exclusively from nikephoros, 
written by six different scribes (see fig. 1). The first group of 39 letters was copied 
on fols. 195v-260v by scribe E. The second group, consisting of 10 letters plus ora-
tion no. 21 Consolatory speech for a true friend who suffered a loss,15 is preserved 
on fols. 281v-292r, and written by scribe C. at a later date, the same scribe add-
ed four more letters on fols. 292r-295v. This scribe also seems to have assembled 
and bound together the various parts of the manuscripts that were written by 
the different hands. both the codicological and the textual evidence support this 
assertion. scribe C not only used empty folios of previous quires when he added 
new writings to the codex, but he also intervened in the texts of those portions 
that he had not copied himself.
after the various quires had been bound together, another hand added at the 
beginning (fol. 1v) a pinax as well as an obituary note that provides us with the 
exact date of nikephoros’ death (January 16, 1327) and his monastic name na-
thanael.16 The author of the note calls nikephoros his holy master (ὁ ἐμὸς ἅγιος 
13 172 letters were edited from cod. par. gr. 2105 by J. f. boissonade, anecdota nova. paris 
1844 (hildesheim 1962), 1-190; a faulty edition of the seven letters not contained in the 
paris manuscript is provided in p. l. m. leone, le epistole di niceforo Chumno nel cod. 
ambr. gr. C 71 sup. EEBS 39/40 (1972/73) 75-95. a new ‘hybrid’ (combined print and 
electronic) edition is in preparation.
14 for a more complete discussion see riehle, funktionen der byzantinischen Epistolo- 
graphie (cited n. 11) 47-85; see also the detailed description of all manuscripts (except 
cod. Vat. gr. 2660) in n. papatriantaphyllu-theodoride, Ἡ χειρόγραφη παράδοση 
τῶν ἔργων τοῦ Νικηφόρου Χούμνου (1250/55-1327) (Ἀριστοτέλειο Πανεπιστήμιο Θεσ-
σαλονίκης: Ἐπιστημονικὴ Ἐπετηρίδα τῆς Φιλοσοφικῆς Σχολῆς – Παράρτημα, 52). Thes-
saloniki 1984.
15 Ed. J. f. boissonade, anecdota graeca. paris 1829-33 (hildesheim 1962), vol. 5, 289-296. 
in the numbering of nikephoros᾿ orations i follow papatriantaphyllu-theodoride, 
Ἡ χειρόγραφη παράδοση (cited n. 14), 20-31.
16 The complete note reads as follows (cf. a. turyn, Dated greek manuscripts of the Thir-
teenth and fourteenth Centuries in the libraries of italy. urbana – Chicago – london 
1972,  vol. 2, pl. 242d and papatriantaphyllu-theodoride, Ἡ χειρόγραφη παράδοση 
(cited n. 14), πίν. ΙΘ´): +τῆ ιστη´ τοῦ ἰαννουαρ(ίου) μηνὸ(ς), τῆς ι´ ἰν(δικτιῶνος) τοῦ 
͵στοῦωοῦλε´ ἔτους, ἐκοιμήθη ὁ περιπόθητος συμπένθερος τοῦ κραται(οῦ) καὶ ἁγ(ίου) ἡμῶν 
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αὐθέντης), indicating that he might have belonged to the entourage or the house-
hold of the Choumnoi. The attribute hagios attached to nikephoros in the note 
could also support the conclusion that nikephoros became abbot of the monas-
tery of Christ Philanthropos Soter, into which he withdrew in 1324, and that the 
composer of the note was a monk of this monastery.17 Whatever the case, the note 
itself suggests that the codex originated in nikephoros’ immediate circle, and the 
very material comprising the codex supports this assertion, since parchment at 
the time was relatively rare and expensive, and would not have been readily avail-
able to those not under the auspices of a wealthy patron. Thus, it seems unlikely 
that the codex constituted merely a “provisional collection of nikephoros’ works 
[compiled] by a person close to him,” as nike papatriantaphyllou-Theodoride la-
beled the manuscript.18 as i will argue shortly, it was nikephoros himself who 
commissioned the codex.
The manuscript Vat. gr. 112 (V) is a miscellaneous paper codex, which was in 
the possession of george galesiotes and contains writings of nikephoros’ and 
george’s contemporaries such as nikephoros gregoras. fols. 22r-26v preserve 
the correspondence between nikephoros and his son John, which consists of two 
long letters copied by scribe C of codex a. nike papatriantaphyllou-Theodoride 
suggested that this quire might have originated from John’s circle.19
another paper codex preserving letters from nikephoros is Vat. gr. 2660 (t).20 
The portion containing 107 of nikephoros’ letters (fols. 45r-100v) was copied by 
a hand that has not yet been identified. other parts were written by nikephoros 
gregoras, who apparently also owned the manuscript. its watermarks point to a 
date of origin in the late 1330s or 1340s. This evidence suggests that nikephoros 
gregoras was able to get access to the letters only after nikephoros Choumnos’ 
death. it was probably Choumnos’ daughter Eirene who—sharing gregoras’ anti-
palamite feelings21—provided him with a manuscript of her father’s letters.
αὐθ(έν)τ(ου) καὶ βασιλέως, ὁ ἐπὶ τοῦ κανικλείου ὁ χοῦμνος, καὶ ἐμὸς ἅγ(ιος) αὐθ(έν)-
τ(ης), μετονομασθεὶς ναθαναὴλ μοναχός· ὧ καὶ τὸ παρὸν βιβλίον πεπόνηται· εἰ γοῦν 
τῆς ψυχῆς εἰκόνες οἱ λόγοι, βλέπε σὺ τοῦτον ἔτι περιόντα, ὁ μὴ ἰδών· καὶ ὁμιλῶν, μετ᾿ 
ἐκπλήξεως θαύμαζε:·
17 i would like to thank alice-mary talbot and Dimiter angelov for drawing my attention 
to this possibility.
18 papatriantaphyllu-theodoride, Ἡ χειρόγραφη παράδοση (cited n. 14), 139: „πρόχειρη 
συγκέντρωση τῶν ἔργων του πιθανόν ἀπό ἄνθρωπο τοῦ περιβάλλοντός του.“
19 ibid., 276 n. 71.
20 s. lilla, Codices Vaticani graeci: Codices 2644-2663. Vatican City 1996, 138-143.
21 on Eirene see a. C. hero, irene-Eulogia Choumnaina palaiologina, abbess of the Con-
vent of philanthropos soter in Constantinople. BF 9 (1985) 119-147; D. m. nicol, The 
byzantine lady. ten portraits, 1250-1500. Cambridge 1994, 59-70; a. stolfi, la biografia 
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The two most complete textual witnesses for nikephoros’ letters are Patm. 127 
and Par. gr. 2105. as they are very similar in terms of their composition, they 
shall be discussed together. however, there is a major difference between them, 
as the former (patm. 127: siglum p) is made of parchment, and the latter (par. gr. 
2105: siglum b) of paper. both preserve the collected works of nikephoros in the 
same order and are written by the same scribe, namely the one already encoun-
tered in codex a as scribe C as well as in codex V. in both manuscripts the letter-
collection occupies the last part. The paris manuscript originally contained 155 
letters, the codex Patmiacus 154—letter no. 63 of codex b (To some companions, 
advising that one ought not to be irritated when malefactors are praised by unedu-
cated people for their literary skills, because they are clumsy and bad) is preserved 
in another part of the manuscript as oration no. 26 (fols. 254v-256v). at a later 
time, the main scribe added in a different, somewhat lighter ink 17 letters in b 
(fol. 430v-435r) and 16 in p (fol. 367v-370r, Ep. 156 boissonade is omitted),22 
and supplemented missing addressees in the headings of some letters.23
The fact that these manuscripts are contemporary with the author and provide 
an almost identical text of the letters—although these letters differ significant-
ly as to their order within the collections—has lead me to the conclusion that 
they are directly derived from the author’s copies. Codex t is probably a copy 
of another one of these manuscripts that has not survived. These personal cop-
ies of nikephoros must have consisted of one or more dossiers or folders that 
contained quires as well as loose folios.24 The following considerations support 
this argument:
first, a comparison of the collections with regard to the arrangement of the 
letters provides a striking observation. There are letters that appear in exactly or 
di irene-Eulogia Cumnena paleologhina (1291-1355): un riesame. Cristianesimo nella 
storia 20 (1999) 1-40.
22 The codex is mutilated at the end: only bits of Epp. 163-167 boissonade are still discern-
able; Epp. 168-172 boissonade are completely lost, but were most likely contained in the 
manuscript before the mutilation; see papatriantaphyllu-theodoride, Ἡ χειρόγραφη 
παράδοση (cited n. 14), 112-114.
23 see riehle, funktionen der byzantinischen Epistolographie (cited n. 11), 357-364 (ap-
pendix 6).
24 in scholarship on Western epistolography it has long been observed that authors copied 
the text of their letters on loose folios rather than into a bound codex; see ysebaert, me-
dieval letters (cited n. 2), 58-59 and 67 (with further bibliography). for byzantine epis-
tolography similar studies are still lacking; see, however, the remarks on athanasios i in 
a.-m. talbot, The Correspondence of athanasius i, patriarch of Constantinople. letters 
to the Emperor andronicus ii, members of the imperial family, and officials (CFHB, 7/
DOT, 3). Washington, D.C. 1975, xxxvi and on michael psellos in papaioannou, fragile 
literature (cited n. 9).
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almost the same order in a, t and bp (e.g., aEbp: Epp. 64-72, 73-78 and 87-94 
boissonade; tbp: Epp. 22-25, 46-59, 98-120 and 124-127 boissonade). how-
ever, these units are organized in a completely different manner within the col-
lections. furthermore, a number of coherent groups of letters are missing entirely 
in a while being preserved in t (e.g., Epp. 96-97 and 98-120 boissonade), and 
vice versa (e.g., Epp. 73-78 and 87-94 boissonade). This evidence suggests two 
conclusions: (1) the basis for the surviving manuscripts could not have been a 
cartulary (Kopialbuch) in which the author copied his letters chronologically be-
fore dispatching them; and (2) the letters that appear as units in all manuscripts 
must have been grouped together in the copies that served as the basis for the 
manuscripts. The most reasonable explanation would be that these copies were 
comprised of loose quires containing the aforementioned letters as units.
second, a collation of the texts shows that actual errors like misspellings or 
omissions are extremely rare in the manuscripts. The manuscripts have a few, 
mostly orthographic, errors in common—a clear indication that they are derived 
from the same source—,25 but evidently do not depend upon each other: every 
textual witness has variants of its own that are not to be found in any other of 
the witnesses.26 The vast majority of textual deviations between the manuscripts 
can be explained as conscious variants. for the most part, they are stylistic varia-
tions: tenses and moods vary, the word order shifts, synonyms or morphological 
variants replace single words.27 some of these variations are still visible in the 
manuscripts in the form of emendations.28 yet, most revisions to the text must 
25 see riehle, funktionen der byzantinischen Epistolographie (cited n. 11), 69-70 (exam-
ples in n. 355).
26 see the complete list of variant readings in riehle, funktionen der byzantinischen Epis-
tolographie (cited n. 11), 343-351 (appendix 3).
27 E.g., Ep. 6, ed. boissonade 9,6: χαλεπώτερα tb : ἀδικώτερα p; Ep. 22, ed. boissonade 
28,9: θεοῦ tb : χριστοῦ p; Ep. 24, ed. boissonade 29,9: ὑπὸ τοῦ μὴ κατὰ τὰς σὰς ἐντολὰς 
στρατοπεδαρχοῦντος tp : ὑπὸ τοῦ δεῖνος στρατοπεδαρχοῦντος b; Ep. 31, ed. boissona-
de 36,25: βουληθεὶς aC : διανοηθεὶς tbp; Ep. 31, ed. boissonade 37,25: ἁμαρτήσας aC: 
ἡμαρτηκὼς tbp; Ep. 32, ed. boissonade 39,8: περιουσίᾳ νοὸς aC : νοῦ περιουσίᾳ tbp; Ep. 
36, ed. boissonade 44,14: τόνδε aCt : τοῦτον bp; Ep. 43, ed. boissonade 54,18f.: αὐτὴν 
ἐγὼ Vtb : ἐγὼ ταύτην p; Ep. 44, ed. boissonade 60,12: σοῦ πάντως Vt : πάντως σοῦ 
bp; Ep. 63, ed. boissonade 73,4: ζημιωθῶσι aE : ζημιωθεῖεν tbp; Ep. 64, ed. boissonade 
75,5: διατελοῦμεν aEt : τελοῦμεν bp; Ep. 77, ed. boissonade 93,19-20: ἀκολουθῆ aEp : 
ἐξακολουθῆ b; Ep. 86, ed. boissonade 109,6: εἶχον aE : ἔσχον bp; Ep. 87, ed.boissonade 
113,7: πολλῆς aE : πλείστης ὅσης bp; Ep. 87, ed. boissonade115,23.26: ἐξετασθέντα … 
ἀφαιρεθέντα aE : ἐξητασμένον … ἀφῃρημένον bp; Ep. 93, ed. boissonade 128,9: ἱκεσίαν 
aΕ : ἱκετείαν bp; Ep. 135, ed. boissonade 159,11: τοὺς κόλπους tb : τὸν κόλπον p.
28 E.g., Ep. 83, ed. boissonade 105,1: ἔχοις aEac : ἔχῃς aEpcbp; Ep. 84, ed. boissonade 106,11: 
ἀπαραμυθήτως aEbac : ἀπαραμύθητα bpcp; Ep. 86, ed. boissonade 110,11: παρεδόθην 
aEac : παρεδόθημεν aEpcbp. in some instances the original reading is not legible due to 
Epistolography as autobiography 9
have been made in the personal copies of the author before adopting them in the 
revised versions of the letters for each collection. it appears that there is no strict 
linearity in the revision process, however. in the collection aE, for instance, the 
subjunctive aorist δοκιμάσωμεν (Ep. 82, ed. boissonade 101,12f.) was altered in 
favor of the indicative future δοκιμάσομεν (fol. 202v). in the later manuscripts b 
and p, however, the subjunctive reappears. Thus, it seems as if, in some instances, 
nikephoros᾿ personal copies provided multiple readings.29
based on the evidence discussed above, in addition to the dating of single letters, 
it is possible to reconstruct the composition of the author’s personal copies (see 
fig. 2). The crossing lines reveal that the dossiers are not arranged chronologically 
in the collections. it is, however, not clear whether there is a chronological order 
within these dossiers. When arranging the dossiers and loose folios for the col-
lections, nikephoros chose the addressee, subject-matter and/or literary form as 
criteria to create cohesion between the letters and, thus, an overarching narrative 
framework. to give but a few examples: most striking is the bundling of letters ad-
dressed to the emperor in the collections of bp. although almost all of his letters 
to andronikos stem from the period around and after his retirement in 1314-16, 
he incorporated also the earlier missives Epp. 10-15 boissonade (c.1296) into 
this unit.30 The technique he used to create a seamless narrative flow from one of 
these diverse letters to the next is highly interesting. in Epp. 7 and 8 boissonade 
nikephoros announces to andronikos two of his philosophical treatises. The fol-
lowing letter, no. 9 boissonade, is addressed to the court official phakrases, who 
had reported that andronikos started engaging in a philosophical debate on the 
occasion of the composition of nikephoros’ oration no. 1 On the world and its 
nature.31 nikephoros received phakrases’ letter in his sick-bed. in the following 
letter, no. 10 boissonade, the author laments that he cannot participate in the 
celebrations preceding the wedding of michael iX because he is sick. hence, the 
two pieces are linked by the motif of sickness.32 Chronology is irrelevant in this 
the intervention, but can be restored by conjecture: e.g., Ep. 88, ed. boissonade 118,12: 
ἠδικῆσθαι aEpcbp : ἠ et ῆ ex corr. aΕ (fort. ἀδικεῖσθαι aEac); Ep. 92, ed. boissonade 127,27: 
προενεγκοῦσιν aEpcbp : ενεγκοῦ ex corr. aΕ (fort. προφέρουσιν aEac); Ep. 94, ed. boisso-
nade 129,4: προῃρημένον aEpcbp : ῃρη ex corr. aE (fort. προαιρούμενον aEac).
29 another example is Ep. 63, ed. boissonade 73,10 where nikephoros seems to have 
changed his mind several times: καταλύσοι aEpctbpac : καταλύσει aEacppc.
30 later letters addressed to the emperor, dating from 1323/24, were kept separately. nike-
phoros had them grouped together with other letters of recent date in the rear part of 
the collections (Epp. 138-172 boissonade).
31 Cf. n. 40 below.
32 on sickness as epistolary motif see m. mullett, The Classical tradition in the byzan-
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case: a gap of 20 years separates Epp. 9 and 10 (michael’s wedding took place on 
January 16, 1296). Ep. 10 is followed by the remaining letters of D4 (Epp. 11-15 
boissonade) in which nikephoros pleads with the emperor for justice. Epp. 16-
29 boissonade (dating, like Epp. 7-9, from after 1314) connect with these letters 
through the motif of injustice done to the author. Ep. 10 is possibly not the earli-
est letter of D4 but was placed at its top in order to achieve a smoother transition 
from the ‘philosophical letters’ no. 7-9 to the letters of request Epp. 11-29.
one can observe similar procedures in a number of other cases. in Epp. 4, 
40 and 41 boissonade nikephoros makes reference to his recently composed 
philosophical treatises On the air (orations no. 8 and 9).33 This indicates that they 
all stem from the same period (probably around 1317). in the collections, how-
ever, Ep. 4 and Epp. 40, 41 are separated from one another, each being grouped 
to letters with which they connect through their subject matter. in bp, letter no. 
4 was placed after Epp. 1-3 boissonade apparently because of the theme of lit-
erary style—particularly epistolary style—that is treated in them. Ep. 1 serves as 
sort of a dedicatory letter to the collections34 in which nikephoros indicates the 
sending of a codex with his writings, including his letters, and delineates his lit-
erary method. Ep. 2 is an ethopoietical letter, i.e., a rhetorical exercise in episto-
lary form, upon which the author comments in the following letter, no. 3. in Ep. 
4 nikephoros explains to his addressee the background and style of his letters 
no. 46-59 which are also epistolary ethopoeiai.35 on the other hand, Epp. 40 and 
41 were inserted between Epp. 37-39 and 42 which belong together as to their 
subject and chronology (1316/17 or 1320/21). both the correspondence between 
nikephoros and Theodore metochites (Epp. 37-39) and the letter to kyprianos 
(Ep. 42) deal with nikephoros᾿ oration no. 4 [Oration delivering the proof] that 
neither the matter [exists] before the bodies nor do the forms without [them], but 
they coexist.36 since Ep. 40 was also addressed to Theodore metochites, it could 
now be easily placed after Epp. 37-39, thus creating a coherent group of letters 
dedicated to nikephoros᾿ philosophical writings.
Dossier D7 had already been rearranged before the compilation of the col-
tine letter, in: m. mullett – r. scott (eds.), byzantium and the Classical tradition. 
university of birmingham: Thirteenth spring symposium of byzantine studies 1979. 
birmingham 1981, 75-93, on 80.
33 Ed. boissonade, anecdota graeca (cited n. 15), vol. 3, 392-406 and Chrestou, Τὸ 
φιλοσοφικὸ ἔργο (cited n. 40), 165-180.
34 see pp. 16-17 below.
35 see riehle, funktionen der byzantinischen Epistolographie (cited n. 11), 247-262.
36 Ed. l. g. benakes, Νικηφόρου Χούμνου, Περὶ τῆς ὕλης καὶ τῶν ἰδεῶν. Εἰσαγωγή, κριτικὴ 
ἔκδοση καὶ νεοελληνικὴ μετάφραση. Φιλοσοφία 3 (1973) 339-381 and Chrestou, Τὸ 
φιλοσοφικὸ ἔργο (cited n. 40), 42-57.
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lection of t. in the new form, the letters addressed to Theodore Xanthopoulos 
were grouped together. Ep. 30 boissonade (to the gabras brothers), to which 
Ep. 31 boissonade (to Theodore) refers, was now placed at the head of the dos-
sier. like in Ep. 31, nikephoros admonishes Theodore in the following letter, Ep. 
32 boissonade, not to praise his writings unduly. to these letters the other let-
ters addressed to Theodore (Epp. 33-35 boissonade) as well as the ethopoieti-
cal letter, no. 36 boissonade As if by Xanthopoulos to the orphanotrophos, were 
attached. t inserts between Epp. 35 and 36 letters no. 2 and 3 boissonade of 
the loose folio f9 which are also addressed to Theodore. in b and p these letters 
were transferred to a different section of the collections because of their subject 
(see above). The remaining letters of D7 (Epp. 60-62 boissonade) were fused 
together with the letters of D2 (Epp. 63-72 boissonade). The letters of the new-
ly created dossier were placed after Ep. 59 boissonade possibly because of the 
general theme of injustice.
The brief letters no. 98-120 boissonade to Joseph the philosopher were ori-
ginally composed shortly one after the other37 and are preserved together in the 
collections of t, b and p. Epp. 121-123 which are also addressed to Joseph are in-
terspersed between other letters in t. This indicates that they originally did not 
belong to the coherent unit Epp. 98-120. b and p linked them nevertheless to Ep. 
120, apparently because of their addressee and their literary form (brevity).
besides the insight into the formation and composition of the letter-collections 
that this reconstruction provides, it also allows a relatively accurate dating of the 
collections. The newly established chronological framework (see fig. 2) has an 
important impact on the approach to the collections as coherent works.
Contextualizing Nikephoros’ letter-collections
as evident in fig. 1, the first letter-collection in a, written by scribe E, was most 
likely compiled shortly after 1307. The dateable letters in this section were com-
posed and dispatched between 1284 and 1307. around 1314/15, scribe C enters 
the stage. from this date onwards, this scribe, whom papatriantaphyllou-The-
odoride identified as Demetrios kabasilas, the addressee of nikephoros’ letter 
no. 144,38 seems to have copied every surviving manuscript that nikephoros 
commissioned.39 in a, Demetrios added three recently composed philosophical 
37 see the respective statements in Epp. 99, 111, 114, 115, 119 and 120 boissonade.
38 papatriantaphyllu-theodoride, Ἡ χειρόγραφη παράδοση (cited n. 14), 215-227.
39 in addition to the manuscripts discussed here, there are two more textual witnesses 
for nikephoros᾿ works that were copied by Demetrios: cod. metochii s. sepulcri 276, 
containing his philosophical treatises, and cod. marc. gr. 360, fols. 323r-341r, transmit-
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treatises (orations no. 1 On the world and its nature, 2 On the primary and simple 
bodies, and 5 In opposition to Plotin on the soul),40 supplemented the collection 
with letters from about 1310-1314/15, and assembled the various quires to cre-
ate a cohesive codex. in addition, it appears that he altered the heading of the 
first letter-collection copied by scribe E. The original heading was <τοῦ αὐτοῦ> 
(erased) ἐπιστολαὶ πρός τινας τῶν φίλων, which he changed to τοῦ αὐτοῦ ἔτι 
δυστυχοῦντος, ἐπιστολαὶ πρός τινας τῶν φίλων. by providing a date for the for-
mation of the collection and the intervention in its heading, it is now possible to 
place this reference to nikephoros’ misfortune (ἔτι δυστυχοῦντος) within a his-
torical framework. as i argue in the biographical introduction to my disserta-
tion, nikephoros retired from the office as the ‘right-hand-man’ of the emperor 
(mesazon) not in 1305/06, as proposed by ihor Ševčenko, but in 1314-16.41 The 
reason for his retirement was chronic health issues. as attested in the account of 
John kantakouzenos and nikephoros’ letters, nikephoros suffered from poda-
gra (i.e., gout in the feet) and had to withdraw because of his physical inability 
to handle the daily political duties of a mesazon.42 The striking coincidence of 
the two dates suggests that the mention of nikephoros’ misfortune in the head-
ing of the collection refers to his illness and retirement. another piece of evi-
dence supports this interpretation. after completing the manuscript, Demetrios 
kabasilas added four more letters to the collection—three of them addressed to 
andronikos ii (Epp. 7, 8, 19 boissonade) and another one dealing with mat-
ters related to the emperor (Ep. 9 boissonade). This is surprising as these are 
the only letters to andronikos in the collections of codex a. The absence of let-
ting earlier versions of orations no. 10 On the holy transformation of Christ, ed. n. pa-
patriantaphyllu-Theodoride, Νικηφόρου Χούμνου Λόγος στη Μεταμόρφωση (bhg 
1998w). Βυζαντινά 18 (1995/96) 15-38 and no. 11 Decree about the high and last feast 
of the mystery of Christ, ed. boissonade, anecdota graeca (cited n. 15), vol. 2, 107-136; 
see papatriantaphyllu-theodoride, Ἡ χειρόγραφη παράδοση (cited n. 14), 167 and 
312-319.
40 nikephoros’ philosophical writings have been published by konstantinos Chrestou in 
a difficult-to-access monograph: k. p. Chrestou, Τὸ φιλοσοφικὸ ἔργο τοῦ Νικηφόρου 
Χούμνου Thessaloniki 2002 (edition no. 1, 2 and 5 on 1-32 and 58-86). professor Chrestou 
kindly provided me with an electronic copy. oration no. 2 has more recently been edited 
by E. amato – i. ramelli, filosofia rhetoricans in niceforo Cumno: l’inedito trattato 
Sui corpi primi e semplici. Medioevo greco 6 (2006) 1-40. oration no. 5 can also be read 
in the patrologia graeca, vol. 140, 1404-1438.
41 see riehle, funktionen der byzantinischen Epistolographie (cited n. 11), 15-26 discus- 
sing Ševčenko, Études sur la polémique (cited n. 11), 145-166.
42 John kantakouzenos, Ἱστορίαι i 14, vol. 1, 67,20-22, ed. l. schopen, ioannis Cantacuzenae 
eximperatoris historiarum libri iV (CSHB, 20). bonn 1828-31; nikephoros Choumnos, 
Epp. 9, 10, 25, 67, 87, 97, 158, 165 boissonade; see riehle, funktionen der byzantinischen 
Epistolographie (cited n. 11), 40-43.
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ters to the emperor could be explained by the heading of the collection, in which 
nikephoros᾿ addressees are specified as his friends (φίλοι). it could be assumed 
that nikephoros intended to publish his letters to andronikos in a separate col-
lection. The epistolography of patriarch athanasios i can serve as an example of 
such a procedure: his letters to the emperor form a discrete collection within cod. 
Vat. gr. 2219, written by a different hand than the rest of his epistolary oeuvre in 
this manuscript.43 it is, however, more likely that the heading of the four addi-
tional letters provides the solution for this curious fact. in this heading, the let-
ters addressed to andronikos are referred to as ἀναφοραὶ εἰς τὸν αὐτοκράτορα. 
The usage of the noun ἀναφορά, which should be rendered report in this con-
text, is quite remarkable. to my knowledge, this is the only instance of a letter 
or group of letters in ancient and byzantine epistolography named ἀναφορά or 
ἀναφοραί.44 The term, however, is known from legal contexts where it denotes 
a petition submitted to an authority, most often to the emperor.45 because the 
letters in question apparently date to 1315/16 and make mention of him being 
sick, it appears that nikephoros, while he was confined to his sick bed, wrote and 
dispatched these missives in order to stay in contact with the emperor and to ad-
dress his requests to him. These four letters are the starting point for a series of 
reports to the emperor. although scattered in codex t, in his later manuscripts b 
and p these reports are arranged together according to subject-matter and liter-
ary motifs (see above).
as stated before, b and p are almost identical in terms of the writings included 
and in their arrangement. however, p might have served a more official purpose, 
as suggested by the use of luxurious parchment for its production. maybe this 
codex was commissioned by or prepared as a present for a high-ranking indi-
vidual or important institution. another indication pointing to this hypothesis 
43 see talbot, The Correspondence of athanasius i (cited n. 24), vi and xxxiv-xxxv. The 
collections of the church father ambrosius provide another similar example; see J. h. W. 
g. liebeschuetz, The Collected letters of ambrose of milan: Correspondence with 
Contemporaries and with the future, in: l. Ellis – f. l. kidner (eds.), travel, Commu-
nication and geography in late antiquity. sacred and profane. aldershot – burlington 
2004, 95-107, on 99-103.
44 see, however, athanasios i, Ep. 86, ed. talbot, The Correspondence of athanasius i (cited 
n. 24), 228,17-18: ἀναφορὰν ποιῆσαι … διὰ γράμματος (to address a petition through a 
letter).
45 see f. Dölger – J. karayannopulos, byzantinische urkundenlehre. Erster abschnitt: 
Die kaiserurkunden (Byzantinisches Handbuch: Handbuch der Altertumswissenschaft, 
3.1.1). munich 1968, 80-84; see also E. a. sophocles, greek lexicon of the roman and 
byzantine periods. new york 18872, s.v. ἀναφορά 2: “relatio, the laying of a thing before 
a proper authority; report, an official statement of facts.”
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is the fact that nikephoros’ plaint leading to the deposition of patriarch niphon 
in 1315 (oration no. 151 Refutation of the inept patriarch Niphon),46 was erased 
from the codex.47 one might assume that the person or institution for which the 
manuscript was commissioned took offense at this polemical speech and prompt-
ed its removal from the codex. 
be that as it may, both manuscripts represent nikephoros’ collected works 
almost in their entirety. based on the reconstruction of nikephoros’ copies, as 
well as on new biographical evidence, the commission of the collections can be 
dated to 1323/24—shortly after nikephoros’ famous controversy with Theodore 
metochites, and before his withdrawal to the monastery of Christ Philanthro-
pos Soter.48 The letters that were added to the collections later on—probably in 
1324—reflect his concern to make arrangements for his children. in letters to the 
emperor, the aging and sick court official intervened for John Choumnos and 
Eirene-Eulogia Choumnaina palaiologina (Epp. 162-166, 169, 170 boissonade). 
in other letters, he gave his beloved daughter advice on various matters and en-
couraged her with hortatory words (Epp. 157, 167, 171, 172 boissonade).
in sum, nikephoros’ collections of works, in which his letters feature prominent-
ly, were commissioned at important stages of his life: codex a when he retired 
from his active involvement in politics, b and p before he withdrew to a mon-
astery to spend the rest of his life as a monk in seclusion. also the collection of 
t, or rather the now lost manuscript on which t was based, can be interpreted 
in this manner. This collection was probably created shortly after the (tempo-
rary) reconciliation of andronikos ii with his grandson andronikos iii in 1322, 
to which nikephoros seems to have contributed. two of the later letters of the 
collection of t are addressed to the most prominent supporters of the younger 
andronikos—alexios apokaukos and John kantakouzenos—and reflect nike-
phoros’ attempt to create a basis for a friendly relationship with them (Epp. 129, 
132 boissonade).
Autobiographical narrative and self-representation
in this sense, his letter-collections have autobiographical character, and as auto-
46 Ed. boissonade, anecdota graeca (cited n. 15), vol. 5, 255-283.
47 see riehle, funktionen der byzantinischen Epistolographie (cited n. 11), 65-66 where 
i argue against papatriantaphyllu-theodoride, Ἡ χειρόγραφη παράδοση (cited n. 
14), 111-112 that the speech was originally contained in the manuscript, but erased later 
on by removing the quires on which the text was copied.
48 for the chronology of these events see riehle, funktionen der byzantinischen Episto-
lographie (cited n. 11), 36-40.
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biographical writing in antiquity and the middle ages performed the function 
primarily of fashioning a persona of the writer—in rhetorical terms, autobiogra-
phy is thus a form of ethopoeia or prosopopoeia49—, the ultimate aim being self-
justification, self-promotion or self-assertion,50 they can be regarded as works of 
self-representation.51 This interpretation should not surprise given “how pervasive 
the autobiographical element was in late byzantine culture”52, creeping into and 
absorbing all sorts of genres. one ought to bear in mind that literature played a 
significant social role among the aristocrats of the early palaiologan period. in 
a society that was made up of a highly fragile hierarchical fabric visibility, hon-
or and symbolic power were of paramount importance. as byzantine literature 
was anchored in the public realm, composing and commissioning literary works 
could support their author’s or patron’s claim to belong to the upper stratum of 
the society. to be sure, publicly performed encomia and dedicatory epigrams 
inscribed in churches of their founders could serve this purpose.53 but, as stat-
ed before, the sources offer ample references as well to public recitation of let-
49 illuminating is the case of gregory of Cyprus’ ‘autobiography’ the title of which—Περὶ 
τοῦ καθ᾿ ἑαυτὸν βίου ὡς ἀπ᾿ ἄλλου προσώπου (About his own life [written] as if by ano-
ther person)—clearly points to the tradition of the rhetorical exercise (progymnasma) 
in ethopoeia; see s. kotzabassi, Περὶ τοῦ καθ᾿ ἑαυτὸν βίου ὡς ἀπ᾿ ἄλλου προσώπου. 
Παρατηρήσεις στην αυτοβιογραφία του πατριάρχη Γρηγορίου Β´ Κυπρίου. Hell 58 (2008) 
279-290, on 284-285. on autobiography and prosopopoeia see also p. de man, autobiog-
raphy as De-facement. Modern Language Notes 94 (1979) 919-930 who refutes the notion 
of autobiography being a distinct literary genre.
50 see m. fuhrmann, rechtfertigung durch identität – Über eine Wurzel des autobiogra-
phischen, in: o. marquard – k. stierle (eds.), identität (Poetik und Hermeneutik, 8). 
munich 19962, 685-690; m. angold, The autobiographical impulse in byzantium. DOP 
52 (1998) 225-257.
51 for similar cases in greek and latin epistolography see, e.g., n. mclynn, gregory of 
nazianzen’s basil: The literary Construction of a Christian friendship. Studia Patristica 
37 (2001) 178-193, on 183-193; liebeschuetz, The Collected letters of ambrose of mi-
lan (cited n. 43); m. ludolph, Epistolographie und selbstdarstellung. untersuchungen 
zu den ‘paradebriefen’ plinius des Jüngeren (Classica Monacensia, 17). munich 1997; r. 
köhn, autobiographie und selbststilisierung in briefsammlungen des lateinischen mit-
telalters: peter von blois und francesco petrarca, in: J. a. aertsen – a. speer (eds.), in-
dividuum und individualität im mittelalter (Miscella nea Mediaevalia, 24). berlin – new 
york 1996, 683-703. martin hinterberger’s monograph on autobiographics in byzantium 
(autobiographische traditionen in byzanz (WBS, 22). Vienna 1999) touches on episto-
lography very briefly and almost exclusively in terms of single letters (on 77-78).
52 angold, The autobiographical impulse (cited n. 50), 255.
53 see, with further bibliography, a. riehle, Καί σε προστάτιν ἐν αὐτοῖς τῆς αὐτῶν ἐπιγρά-
ψομεν σωτηρίας. Theodora raulaina als stifterin und patronin, in: l. theis – m. mullett 
– m. grünbart (eds.), female founders in byzantium and beyond (Wiener Jahrbuch für 
Kunstgeschichte, 60). Vienna 2012 (forthcoming).
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ters.54 a subversive example from nikephoros᾿ collections provides the playful 
and self-deprecating letter no. 31 (ed. boissonade 37,19-21). Just as a successful 
performance in the theatron bestowed honor upon the author, so too could the 
recitation of a poorly composed letter result in the opposite:
in order to cut off all your joy that springs from [praising my 
works], i deliberately fashioned the letter cheaply, sordidly and with-
out any pleasant stylistic features. This letter i am sending to the the-
atron, where almost all the people that you convinced to think highly 
of my literary skills have gathered. great and widely visible shame will 
be on you, and henceforth, when you look at them, you will not boast, 
but hide your face.
ἵνα σοι τὴν ἐντεῦθεν πᾶσαν περικόψω τρυφήν, φαύλην οὕτω καὶ 
ἀγεννῆ καὶ μηδεμιᾶς μετέχουσαν καλῶν ἰδέας λόγων, συσκευάσας 
ἐξεπίτηδες τὴν ἐπιστολήν, εἰς θέατρον πέμπω· ἐν αὐτῷ δὴ σχεδὸν πάν-
των ἠθροισμένων, τῶν ὑπὸ σοῦ μεγάλα δή τινα φρονεῖν ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν 
ἀναπεισθέντων. καὶ δή σοι λαμπρά τις καὶ περιφανὴς αἰσχύνη· καὶ 
τουλοιποῦ, ἐγκαλυπτόμενος οὐχὶ θρασυνόμενος πρὸς αὐτοὺς ἂν βλέ-
ψαις.
but this performative function did not belong to single letters only. Whole letter-
collections  were presented to a broader audience and could fulfill the function 
of self-representation, as i will argue on the basis of nikephoros’ collections. The 
orientation of his collections toward an extended readership becomes evident in 
Ep. 1 boissonade which prefaces the collections of b and p. This piece was origi-
nally sent to its primary addressee only—the otherwise unknown manouelites—
as one can deduce from the beginning of the letter (ed. boissonade 1,2):
to you, the admirer of my works, i am sending this book.
Πρὸς τὸν ἐραστὴν σὲ τῶν ἐμῶν λόγων τὸ βιβλίον πέμπω.
for the collections, nikephoros re-addressed the letter in its closing to the read-
ers of his collected works, apparently by adding a sentence to the original letter 
or by intervening in its text (substitution of the singular for the plural; ed. bois-
sonade 2,13-15):
Whether i succeeded in this endeavor, i cannot say. This task is in-
cumbent upon you who hold the book in your hands and examine it 
with diligence and curiosity.
54 see n. 1.
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εἰ δ’ ἐπέτυχον, οὐκ ἐμὸν λέγειν· ἀλλ’ ὑμῶν τῶν ἐντυγχανόντων τῷ 
βιβλίῳ, καὶ φιλοπονώτερον ἢ καὶ περιεργότερον ἐξεταζόντων.
This set phrase of modesty is reminiscent of gregory of Cyprus’ ‘autobiogra-
phy’55 which served as a prologue to his collected works, including his letter-
collections.56 one is tempted to hypothesize that nikephoros remodeled the let-
ter to manouelites as prologue to his letter-collections after the example of his 
illustrious teacher.
so what exactly does nikephoros’ (self-)image, as conveyed in his collections, 
look like? The following is an attempt to unravel the narrative of his epistolary 
self-fashioning.
The first collection of a, compiled by scribe E, portrays an active court official 
and intellectual who was on friendly terms with virtually the entire Constantino-
politan well-educated high society. members of his learned circle included Con-
stantine akropolites, Theodore muzalon, Theodora raoulaina, and leo bardales, 
with whom he exchanged highly elaborate letters and discussed literary matters. 
shortly after this collection was completed, nikephoros was forced to retire be-
cause of his illness. it was probably on this occasion that Demetrios kabasilas as-
sembled the loose quires of a to create a cohesive codex and changed the heading 
of the earlier collection written by scribe E in order to voice its author’s sorrow. 
The four letters that were added at the same time complement this literary portrait 
of the woes of a suffering aristocrat and intellectual. now nikephoros, no longer 
being able to go to the imperial court and to engage in oral communication with 
andronikos, sends letters in which he gives his emperor (ὁ ἐμὸς βασιλεύς), as he 
likes to call him, advice on philosophical issues and asks for help.
The letters preserved in a were also included, rearranged and mixed with 
more recent letters in the collections of b and p. in these collections the letters to 
andronikos figure more prominently than in his earlier collections. The ἀναφοραί 
55 Ed. W. lameere, la tradition manuscrite de la Correspondance de grégoire de Chypre, 
patriarche de Constantinople (1283-1289) (Études de philologie, d᾿archéologie et d᾿histoire 
anciennes, 2). brussels – rome 1937, 189,32-191,12: Τά γε μὴν εἴδη τοῦ λόγου εἴτ’ ἄριστα 
κέκραται παρ’ αὐτῷ εἴθ’ ὡς ἑτέρως καὶ ὡς ἁπανταχοῦ ἀγωνιστικός ἐστι καὶ σχημάτων 
ἐξαλλαγῆς αὐτῷ μέλει, μέλει δὲ καὶ εὐκρινείας, μεγέθους, σεμνότητος, γοργότητος, καὶ 
τῶν τοῦ ἤθους καλῶν, μετά τινος εὐρυθμίας καὶ συνθήκης οὐκ ἀγεν νοῦς, ἐγὼ μὲν οὐκ 
ἐρῶ, μὴ καὶ εἰς μῆκος ἐκτείνω τὸν λόγον, μὴ καὶ τἀνδρί, ἶσον δ’ εἰπεῖν, ἐμαυτῷ, χαρίζεσθαι 
δόξω. […] Κἄν τις ἄρα περὶ τῶν ἐκείνου χρηστόν τι ἢ καὶ θάτερον μαρτυρῇ, εἰς τἀμαυτοῦ 
καὶ τὸ σκῶμμα, εἰς τἀμαυτοῦ καὶ τὸν ἔπαινον, φέρειν φημί, ὥστ’ ἐμοί γ’ οὕτω τὰ πρὸς 
ἐκεῖνον ἔχοντι, πρέπον ἂν εἴη σιγᾶν. Ἡ δέ που πυκτίς, ὅπερ καὶ ἄνωθεν ἔφην, καλῶς τὸν 
πατέρα τοῖς ἀναγινώσκουσι δείξει, ὥστε προσεκτέον αὐτῇ τοῦ λοιποῦ καὶ ὡς ἂν αὐτὴ 
δώσει κρίνειν, οὕτω καὶ περὶ τῶν εἰρημένων τὴν ψῆφον ἐξενεγκτέον.
56 see kotzabassi, Περὶ τοῦ καθ᾿ ἑαυτὸν βίου (cited n. 49), 285-287.
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were now grouped together irrespective of their chronology. in these letters ni-
kephoros employs a series of comparisons—συγκρίσεις is the term used in rhe-
torical theory57—, mostly with biblical exempla, in which nikephoros alternately 
assumes the roles of David, moses, abraham, Job, isaiah and Cain pleading with 
and praising his god-like emperor.58 it is very likely that a collection like those 
preserved in the manuscripts bp, or maybe only the coherent group of reports 
to the emperor, were presented to andronikos and to high aristocrats in order to 
narrate the story of a faithful servant of the emperor who—in spite of his retire-
ment—was still a visible and influential member of the high society and distin-
guished man of letters. in the rear part of the collections, which contain nike-
phoros’ letters from about 1323/24, there is a shift in the contents and the overall 
tone of the correspondence. two dominant features stand out. first, letters mak-
ing reference to his quarrel with the new mesazon, Theodore metochites (Epp. 
145, 151, 152, 155 boissonade). The remarkable aggressiveness of these letters 
may reveal nikephoros’ fear of losing imperial favor. The second salient group 
of letters presents nikephoros as an old court official who makes final arrange-
ments before retiring from the worldly affairs.
accordingly, these collections constitute versions of nikephoros’ autobiogra-
phy, intended to perpetuate his own, well designed and multifaceted self-image. 
to use the words of his eulogist Theodore hyrtakenos,
he bequeathed his writings to the world as sparks of memory.
τῷ βίῳ καταλιπὼν ἐμπυρεύματα μνήμης τοὺς λόγους.59
The anonymous composer of the aforementioned obituary note in codex a ex-
pressed it even more vividly:
if literary works are ‘the images of the soul’,60 behold! although in-
57 on σύγκρισις in imperial oration see menander rhetor, On epideictic oratory 372,21-25 
and 376,31-377,9, edd. D. a. russell – n. g. Wilson, menander rhetor. oxford 1981, 
84 and 92. in the tradition of the progymnasmata the συγκρίσεις form a distinct exercise; 
see, for instance, aphthonios, Progymnasmata X, ed. m. patillon, Corpus rhetoricum: 
anonyme, préambule à la rhétorique – aphthonios, progymnasmata – en annexe: pseu-
do-hermogène, progymnasmata. paris 2008, 140-143.
58 see, e.g., Epp. 13, 14 18, 19, 27, 142 and 164 boissonade, discussed in riehle, funktionen 
der byzantinischen Epistolographie (cited n. 11), 293-298. on the exemplum as rhetorical 
device see most recently C. rapp, old testament models for Emperors in Early byzantium, 
in: p. magdalino – r. nelson (eds.), The old testament in byzantium. Washington, 
D.C. 2010, 175-197.
59 Ed. boissonade, anecdota graeca (cited n. 15), vol. 1, 288,5-6.
60 for this common epistolary motif see, e.g., ps.-Demetrios, Οn style 227, ed. W. r. roberts, 
Demetrius on style. Cambridge, mass. 1902, 174,9-11: The letter ought to have plenty of 
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visible, you can see him among the living. and while conversing with 
him, gaze at him in amazement!
εἰ γοῦν τῆς ψυχῆς εἰκόνες οἱ λόγοι, βλέπε σὺ τοῦτον ἔτι περιόντα, 
ὁ μὴ ἰδών· καὶ ὁμιλῶν, μετ᾿ ἐκπλήξεως θαύμαζε.61
in conclusion, nikephoros Choumnos’ epistolography demonstrates the impor-
tance of studying byzantine letter-collections as self-contained works. letters 
were usually not preserved because of the pragmatic purposes that they originally 
served but were placed in contexts in which they fulfilled new literary and/or so-
cial and communicative functions. scrutinizing these premises for specific collec-
tions will not only help us draw conclusions about single letters and their original 
function (e.g., with respect to their dating), but can shed new light on a hitherto 
neglected phenomenon: that collections may reveal inherent narratives.
of course, this shift in perspective has ramifications for the editorial prac-
tice. at all events, it is the responsibility of the editor to provide the reader with 
all the information that will allow him to reconstruct and understand the context 
in which the letters survived. however, editors should also consider the possibil-
ity of editing the historical collections instead of publishing anachronistic series 
of letters which have been taken from various collections and put into a more 
or less random order.62 Electronic publishing is probably the only viable and af-
fordable way to provide such an edition of collections with textual overlap. This, 
however, is a different topic with issues and challenges of its own and shall be 
addressed another time.63
Department of byzantine and modern greek studies
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ethos, like the dialogue. For we write letters as if they were images of our souls (Πλεῖστον 
δὲ ἐχέτω τὸ ἠθικὸν ἡ ἐπιστολή, ὥσπερ καὶ ὁ διάλογος· σχεδὸν γὰρ εἰκόνα ἕκαστος τῆς 
ἑαυτοῦ ψυχῆς γράφει τὴν ἐπιστολήν).
61 see n. 16.
62 Cf. mullett, Theophylact of ochrid (cited n. 12), 79: “in one sense the collection of 
Theophylact’s letters has existed only since 1986 when gautier’s edition was published, 
bringing together letters which survive only in scattered manuscripts”.




3r-31v b ― after c.1304/07
32r-70r C                                                                                1327
72r-260v E ― after c.1307                 c.1314/15
c.1310 
261r-275r f
c.1315/16    (after) 1327
275r-292r C 
292r-295v C1
296r-298r  g (a?)
notes: ab (containing oration no. 16) and aE (transmitting orations no. 11-14 and 26 
as well as 39 letters) were created independently. scibe f used the last empty folio(s) of aE 
to add orations no. 19 and 25. from this material scribe C (probably Demetrios kabasilas) 
formed a cohesive codex while adding orations no. 1, 2, and 5 on fols. 32r-70r and orations 
no. 23 and 24 as well as 10 letters plus oration no. 21 as a letter on fols. 275r-292r (c.1314/15). 
shortly afterwards, the same scribe added four more letters (aC1). after nikephoros’ death, the 
manuscript was supplemented with a pinax, an obituary note (aa) and the monodic verses 
on michael iX (ag; possibly the same scribe as in aa).
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This article highlights challenges involved in understanding and interpreting 
byzantine epistolary literature, and suggests that we pay closer attention to the 
transmission of letters and its hermeneutic ramifications. The letters penned by 
the late byzantine court official nikephoros Choumnos are a case in point. The 
author assembled, revised and arranged his letters, which were originally com-
posed and dispatched mostly for pragmatic purposes (e.g., letters of request). by 
embedding these missives into the framework of a collection, he created an au-
tobiographical narrative that was to promote and perpetuate his multi-faceted 
persona.
